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Addressing the neediest students' many tangible concerns involving food, housing, and technology insecurity soon became one of Mena\'s biggest challenges. Before this point, these issues often lurked just underneath the surface but came bubbling to the surface while students tried to successfully live and learn in the midst of the COVID‐19 pandemic.

"We\'ve learned that students don\'t all have access to the same resources. This is something that was exacerbated by transitioning to remote instruction," said Mena, named one of NASPA\'s Pillars of the Profession for 2020. "We quickly learned that some students didn\'t have homes they could go back to --- or had homes they had to share, in one case with 13 other individuals. In some other cases, students had to share a bedroom with multiple siblings or had no to poor internet access, making it difficult to engage in remote instruction," he noted.

Meanwhile, staff members encountered "the angst that COVID‐19 caused" as they "worried about their livelihood as the university deals with financial challenges and operations that have been reduced in scope," Mena added.

"Thankfully, given the commitment of our dedicated student affairs staff and our supportive alumni, we\'ve been able to support the holistic needs of our students in need by providing financial assistance, advocating on their behalf, and making services available remotely," he said.

Holding virtual town hall meetings with student affairs staff helped keep staff informed, despite the fact that many questions about future operations still couldn\'t be answered, Mena said. "While I may not have answers to all the questions staff are posing, it\'s important that staff still hear from me directly," he noted.

Unlike other local crises in the past that led to loss of life and impacted members of the Rutgers community, such as 9/11 and Hurricane Sandy, the COVID‐19 epidemic is unprecedented in so many ways, Mena noted. "Certainly, this pandemic has probably been the most difficult event institutions of higher education have faced historically, given the prolonged nature of this crisis and the unknowns going forward. So, we are all learning together and will be sharing the lessons learned for some time to come," he said.

*You may email him at* <salvador.mena@rutgers.edu>.Leading through crisis requires intense workIn all of his 25‐year career in higher education, Salvador B. Mena, Ph.D., has surprised even himself at how hard he\'s worked while leading his student affairs unit through the COVID‐19 crisis."This feels strange to even say, but I don\'t think that I\'ve worked so hard in my life. And the interesting thing is that my colleagues are saying the same thing, which has been comforting to know that I\'m not alone," said Mena, who has served as Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs at Rutgers University‐New Brunswick for two years of his six‐year career at the institution."I find myself working from early morning to late evening, including weekends, while tending to my family --- especially with my kids at home --- and incorporating some self‐care in the process," Mena explained. "The number of WebEx and Zoom meetings has been exhausting --- placing a strain on the eyes and body --- and the pace of continuously thinking out of the box to try to provide our students with support and a remote Rutgers student experience has been draining but rewarding at the same time as we try to do right by our students and the university," he added.Mena has discovered that dealing with this pandemic has inspired many people "to rise to the occasion." And in the process, he\'s found from personal experience during this time that "the best strategy as a leader has been to just be human, vulnerable, and authentic, as this crisis has impacted all of us on multiple levels," he said. He\'s also noticed how, in spite of, or perhaps because of, all of the hard work and challenges, the COVID‐19 crisis has brought together so many in the higher ed community.
